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Leveraging networks to overcome displacement 
Urban internally displaced persons in the Democratic Republic of the Congo
Caitlin Katsiaficas, Carolien Jacobs & Martin Wagner
In the quest for sustainable solutions to record global dis-
placement, promoting displaced persons’ self-reliance and 
supporting them alongside host communities in regions of 
displacement have become buzzwords in global and European 
policy discussions. But despite such pledges, TRAFIG research 
in Bukavu, eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) 
finds that internally displaced persons (IDPs) in urban set-
tings are largely ignored and unassisted by the state and in-
ternational humanitarian and development interventions—
and are proactively seeking their own solutions. The lack of 
institutionalised assistance means that IDPs mostly depend 
on the solidarity of others to be or become self-reliant. In 
this context, networks are a particularly important source 
of support and include assistance with locating housing and 
finding a job in Bukavu and with maintaining and harvesting 
crops in communities of origin. However, even with the 
benefits that these connections can bring, IDPs face serious 
challenges related to their displacement and contend with 
multiple types of limbo, making it difficult for many to truly 
overcome situations of protracted displacement. Findings 
thus point to the need for policies and practices that support 
urban IDPs in the DRC by helping them nurture and lever-
age their networks to unlock opportunities.































Figure 1:  Record global displacement at the end of 2019, with the 
majority staying in their origin country
© ICMPD, Caitlin Katsiaficas, Martin Wagner 
Sources: UNHCR, 2020; IDMC, 2020












































2. Root causes of displacement in the DRC 
“The first time I came to live in Bukavu was in 2014. […] Five 
months later, the Congolese Army had regained control in many 
of the villages […]. So, I returned with my family. In 2015, our 
village was again invaded by rebels […]. Together with some 
others, I was forced by the rebels to transport the looted goods 
and thus became a slave in the bush for six months. […] My 
two friends and I decided to take the risk and escape instead 
of returning. […] I decided to go to a maternal aunt who lives 
close to the airport. […] After consultation with my aunt and my 
parents, I decided not to return to [my village] but instead to join 






































1 This constitutes the third-highest number of IDPs in the world, after Syria and 
Colombia (UNHCR, 2020; IDMC, n.d.) 
2 Based on population data provided from the mayor’s office in Bukavu.
Figure 2: The vast majority of displaced Congolese remained within the 
country at the end of 2019 
© ICMPD, Caitlin Katsiaficas, Martin Wagner 
Sources: UNHCR, 2020; IDMC, 2020















For many IDPs, network support reaches far beyond the 



































3. How Congolese IDPs use networks to 
escape protracted displacement
 “Upon arrival, we were first hosted by relatives of our neigh-
bours from the village for a month.”
45-year-old	mother	of	11	who	joined	relatives	in	Bukavu	
For many IDPs, personal contacts are the entry point into 








Figure 3:  IDPs contend with multiple kinds of limbo
© ICMPD, Camilla Fogli, Caitlin Katsiaficas, Martin Wagner
Source: Jacobs, C. et al. (2020)
TRAFIG  policy brief no.2  •  02/2021  •  4
Beyond individual connections, more formalised networks 














The research findings show the importance of networks and 
mobility for overcoming protracted displacement. However, 
these strategies have their limits—and beg the question: How 
can European policymakers help more people find more 
sustainable solutions?
4.  How can EU policymakers support  





“I have built up relationships with friends I met on the spot, 
neighbours. One of them helped me to join a group of workers 




Over time, IDPs expand their networks by strengthening 
existing ties and building new ones; these alliances are key 





















Figure 4: Networks and a chain of connectivity, whereby one connection can lead to others and ideally unlock opportunities
© ICMPD, Camilla Fogli, Caitlin Katsiaficas, Martin Wagner






• Tapping into the important role of churches in providing 




• Leveraging the potential of associations and networks to 







• Facilitating mobility to enable IDPs to leverage resources 




• Improving IDP—host community relations to strengthen 
connections between newer and long-term residents that 














































“Since we arrived in Bukavu, we have never received any help 












• Supporting host families to foster stability for new IDPs 
that can help them to become self-reliant in their new 
community.	Many	host	families	have	themselves	been	 
Sources: Great Lakes Protocol on the Protection and Assistance to Internally 
Displaced Persons; Jacobs, C. et al. (2020)
IDP protection frameworks exist or should exist on paper—
but are hardly applied in practice in Congolese cities. The 
DRC has signed the 2006 Great Lakes Protocol on the 
Protection and Assistance to Internally Displaced Persons, 
which is legally binding and meant to lead to national 
legislation. This Protocol declares that states have the 
main responsibility for ensuring the protection of IDPs, but 
that if governments lack the capacity to do so, they shall 
accept assistance from the international community. The 
country has also signed and authorised the ratification of 
the Kampala Convention on the Protection and Assistance 
for Internally Displaced Persons in Africa; however, it has 
not yet submitted all the required paperwork, for reasons 
that are unclear. Despite these pledges, the DRC still lacks 
dedicated national legislation on IDPs (a draft law was 
published in 2014 but has yet to be adopted), although IDPs 
are mentioned in the 2006 Constitution and 2009 Child 
Protection Code. Notwithstanding these laws and commit-
ments—as well as the United Nations Guiding Principles on 


























This project has received funding from the  
European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation 
programme under grant No. 822453.
The contents of the document are the sole responsibility of the authors and do not 
necessarily reflect the views of the European Union. The European Commission  
is not responsible for any use that may be made of the information it contains.
cf.creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
TRAFIG  policy brief no.2  •  02/2021  •  6
This policy brief is	based	on	C.	Jacobs,	I.	Assumani,	R.	S.	 
Katembera,	S.	Lubala	Kubiha,	P.	Milabyo	Kyamusugulwa,	&	 
J.	Ruhamya	Mugenzi.	(2020).	Figurations of Displacement in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo: Empirical findings and re-
flections on protracted displacement and translocal connections 
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